Abstract
Punchdrunk can be picky with taking on corporate work. They can promote free ticketing for audiences; they can ally the interests of the corporate collaborator with their own artistic interests given the number of corporate invitations received; they can capitalise on the income generated to support the full potential of expensive production costs for their other performances; and, significantly, they now have the collateral to demand greater exercise over creative autonomy compared with previous years. I will expand on these points in what follows. For now, I wish to underline that the notion of 'selling out' is itself a compromised accusation in the eyes of the company; for Punchdrunk, working with corporate businesses can be justified given the leverage afforded by recent success.
The Black Diamond (Scene 1) exemplifies some of the key issues raised by product placement; even as an excerpt from a performance it provides scope to illustrate some concerns whilst offering one or two provocations. The first section of this article proposes a definition of 'immersive theatre' before assessing what impact a political ideology like neoliberalism might have on how it functions. The second section maps out the dual issue of amongst actors and audience, embarrassment, shame, awkwardness, a sense of risk (at least perceived risk), and weariness (of a bodily kind). The negativity of many of these traits might be re-defined as positive values within the aesthetic space of the performance, nurtured as such through a feeling that one has been 'challenged'. It goes without saying that this list is not exhaustive. Immersive theatre also has clear antecedents in minimal art, fluxus happenings, promenade theatre, and site-specific/generic/sympathetic performance. Radical novelty is not an attribute of immersive theatre.
What might help in distinguishing immersive theatre from its correlates and precursors is this: participating audiences are often constructed as something other than audiences within the theatre event, not just by the offer from actors to join them on whatever 'journey' the performance offers, but also through the gaze of other spectators. Machon has insightfully commented on the act of spectating in Punchdrunk performances, marvelling at those moments when 'fellow audience members have, unwittingly, choreographed themselves into beautiful carnivalesque sculptures. These masked, still bodies looking on, literally become part of the architecture ' (2007: n.p.) . This figures audiences in a compellingly ambiguous role; the distinctions between the world of the immersive theatre event and the world outside of it are collapsed through the simultaneously observing and observed spectator. Nonetheless, there remains an element of escape, play and fantasy key to defining the practice and reception of immersive theatre. Audience members are not just audience members, but are uniquely defined by the 'world' of the performance on the parts of both actors and other spectators. Sophie Nield has acutely observed the ambiguities of this supposedly 'unique' audience identity -as something, I suggest, at once akin to participant, individual, individual-as-spectator, individual-as-(part of) audience, and Machon's 'architecture' -by drawing attention to the act of 'facing' theatre, 'as a theatrical character, the character named Spectator, coherently in and of the theatrical world. But we do not necessarily appear so to ourselves. (…) [W] e risk staring into the black hole of the theatre itself, mute, stage-affrighted, awaking to the actor's nightmare of being on the stage, and not knowing the play ' (2008: 535) .
This collapse between an 'inside' and 'outside' of the theatre event also relates to the theatre environment, where the immersive theatre 'world' can sometimes be marked by a reality outside of the performance, just as the immersive theatre event might mark that reality. This is perhaps most interestingly illustrated in relation to product placement. What happens to immersive theatre when branded products enter its world? And from what ideological base, if any, might this entrance be seen to stem? It seems pertinent to address how the logic of a corporate business like Stella Artois Black, as both a business and a potential financial source for creative practice, might work with or against the pursuit of creative autonomy in art.
Neoliberalism is a political ideology that gained prominence in the 1980s through Margaret Thatcher's conservative party in the United Kingdom and the republican's Ronald Reagan in the United States. It is characterised by dismantling restrictions on free market trade and 'liberating individual freedoms and skills within an institutional framework characterised by strong private property rights' at odds with the welfare state and unionism (Harvey 2005: 2) . In this climate, as Baz Kershaw claims, theatre audiences became less defined by patronage, or even as clients, but customers who submit, 'maybe even happily, to the dehumanizing dominance of the market ' (2007: 190) . Kershaw goes on to note how in the 1980s and 90s, 'the pleasures of the theatre-going "experience" gained as much -or moreemphasis as enjoyment of the production and performance itself ' (2007: 194) . This conception of the theatre 'experience' extends enjoyment from the performance towards its framing in pre-theatre dinners, interval drinks and merchandising, among other initiatives.
Kershaw's observation is characteristically astute, but perhaps we might also consider how the mechanisms controlling the correlation of theatre to neoliberalism have started to morph with reference to immersive theatre.
Firstly, immersive theatre production over the past few years seems to have pushed and exploited the tendency for audiences to favour the 'experience' of theatre going, where the boundaries between the 'performance itself', in Kershaw's words, are often difficult to define as something distinct from the theatre bar or foyer, where drinks or food might be purchased in addition to the price of a ticket within the aesthetic space of the performance.
The Battersea Arts Centre is here a case in point, not just with Punchdrunk taking over the entire venue with their Masque of the Red Death, but as a general rule of thumb for many theatre 'events' which take place there. This is part and parcel of how a participating audience is positioned in the role of customer; but here this positioning is extended to configure acts of exchange in aesthetic as well as economic terms.
Secondly, promoting the individual freedom of the spectator to 'free-roam' in immersive theatre might be seen to characterise a shift in performance production and reception towards the individualism promoted by neoliberal ideology; that is, an investment However, it is important not to ignore the agendas that come with corporate work. In a similar observational vein to Kershaw, Nicholas Ridout has noted how 'The second half of the twentieth century saw the inauguration of a shift from an industrial/theatrical model of artistic production to one in which the performance of services predominated. This shift is perhaps most evident in those theatrical innovations that sought or seek to reconfigure the relation between stage and auditorium (or, as we might now say, between production and consumption) ' (2008: 129) . It is perhaps testament to the shift Ridout describes that a brand like Stella recognises the 'service' that immersive theatre might be able to offer in marketing its brand. As with The Night Chauffeur, the advertising agency Mother were behind The Black Diamond, hiring Punchdrunk as one would hire a director and performers to create a television advert (in the eyes of Mother, at least, though not necessarily in the eyes of Punchdrunk). Creativity was outsourced to a theatre company that dominates the culture pages of national newspapers and theatre blogs. So it is not only creativity which is outsourced, but a kind of viral marketing premised on the first-hand experience of a few, and the word-of-mouth hype and cyber activity in the blogosphere which spreads like wild-fire whenever Punchdrunk are behind a creative project. The Punchdrunk 'brand' is co-opted here allowed for such an extension. It must also be conceded that some productions played to tens of thousands over the course of a UK run, such as Faust and Masque of the Red Death -but these are exceptions to the rule. At the level of the theatre institution, the choice to extend runs can be limited by a whole range of factors often outside of a theatre company's sphere of influence. One example would be the barrier of a Temporary Event Notice and gargantuan orchestra expenses, in excess of full capacity revenues, in The Duchess of Malfi (2010). It is not wholly justifiable to accuse Punchdrunk of failing to extend runs due to popular demand; there are often institutional constraints which limit this. It is the institutional structure which needs to be developed to encourage and support the riskiness of extending runs in a volatile market; one wonders whether corporate funders would be the first to take hold of this need for beneficence, for beneficence comes at a cost perhaps in excess of the financial returns and public visibility nurtured through advertising. This begs consideration of whether shifts towards private theatre finance in ACE policy are entirely compatible with building audiences.
High demand coupled with limited availability calls to light exclusiveness in
Punchdrunk's work, despite Nightingale's claim to the contrary (Nightingale 2011). This observation is supported by their 'Key Holder Scheme'. This scheme allows fans with deeper pockets to buy access to priority booking, with prices ranging from a £30 'Valet Key' to a 'Skeleton Key' costing £25,000 biennially; the latter offers the investor 'a bespoke opportunity of the most exclusive and exhilarating nature, a once in a lifetime trip with Punchdrunk Travel Company' (Punchdrunk 2011b). A 'Master Key', costing in excess of the 'Skeleton Key', offers access to all areas of Punchdrunk. The Key Holder Scheme is an innovation on the philanthropic tradition, and an alternative means of framing loyalty and 'friend' schemes which have become common practice in theatre; in such schemes, it is assumed that the philanthropic impulse must somehow be married to and rewarded by cultural privilege. 'Philanthropy', in this instance, is less like a gesture of giving as it is a purchase of reward. It is positive that Punchdrunk feel the need to give something back to those offering money, but they end up offering in return much more than a gesture of thanks; they provide unique opportunities reserved for those with money to give. Again, this is not necessarily the fault of Punchdrunk, but the fault of an incentive-based philanthropic culture with strings attached. Exclusivity becomes a priced privilege. Priority booking schemes of the 'Valet Key' kind can be seen to price out, or at least limit the chances of securing a ticket for those with less financial means. The free corporate performances are in many ways a blessing in this regard: but even these, with their very limited audience capacities and short runs, maintain exclusivity based on limiting audience numbers which is beneficial to the stimulation of 'hype' exploited by the business funding the project.
Innovative funding strategies perhaps contributes to Punchdrunk's being a 'model' company for ACE in line with their third strategic goal for the arts: 'Collaborative and networked, the arts are known for resilience, innovation and their contribution to the nation's reputation and prosperity' (ACE 2010: 12) . Key to this goal is an onus on 'sustainability' appropriate to the mixed economic finance championed by Davey at the beginning of this article. Davey, in a forward to another ACE publication titled Supporting Growth in the Arts Economy, expresses renewed interest 'in how the [arts] sector can operate more effectively in a commercial environment, by learning from creative businesses and making better use of finance ' (Fleming and Erskine 2011: 1) . This seems true of Punchdrunk, but it might also be noted how this opens up space for the corporate environment to 'make better use' of theatre; the relationship is reciprocal, even if Punchdrunk now have a 'bargaining chip' on the back of their success. At an institutional level, ACE is championing and structurally embedding through cultural policy instrumentalism of the arts by business. This move is becoming increasingly one of the few remaining options for many theatre companies facing a reduced public funding resource, but it might also be seen as an institutionally validated opportunity by theatre companies with high production costs. However, ACE's definition of 'sustainability' is very much contingent on an economic climate forged by the current ruling political coalition in the UK -a climate in which public funding choices were, and still are being negotiated. If goal three of ACE's funding strategy for the arts is pushed to its limit, then a culture of exclusivity is likely to emerge. For those that can afford it, there will no doubt be 'Valet' and 'Skeleton' key equivalents to accessing art, but for many others those doors might well remain locked. It would be a sad thing indeed if theatre were increasingly utilised as a marketing campaign for private funding bodies, with private interests potentially at odds with public exposure in allowing for artistic 'excellence' to reach the broadest possible audience.
Creativity and responsibility are things to be negotiated between two parties in the process of outsourcing theatrical enterprise: between a brand with a vested interest in receiving a return on their investment in Punchdrunk through advertising and the 'buzz' surrounding the event (one and the same thing) and a theatre company-come-brand willing to sacrifice at least a part of their creative control in rendering Stella so prominent in the theatre event. Despite their success, Punchdrunk must still bargain. It seems important to question how this might push theatre towards integration within a logic -a neoliberal logic -which might be at odds with the capacity for aesthetic space to function as a site of social recoding, political intervention, or a terrain more readily applied to immersive theatre: aesthetic and sensory stimulation, play and exploration relatively free from the control of third parties with vested interests in profit making.
So what happens to a product when placed in the 'world' of immersive theatre?
Firstly, the brand bleeds into the aesthetic space of the theatrical house party. As a consequence, it is not just audiences which become part of Machon's 'architecture', but the printed glasses in the hands of participating spectators which catch the eye and construct the space of the theatre event through their prevalent uniformity. Secondly, the beer celebrated within that aesthetic arena remains potentially glorified once the party spills out into the made its way into ACE policy, particularly in their rhetoric of 'sustainability', does not tally with the inebriated who work's on his or her own intoxicated anti-logic. Alcohol inspires an attitude of deconstruction, or even destruction towards the logical and a tendency towards deviant practice.
These authors, particularly Walsh, are useful in constructing a model of what I am here calling 'intoxicated engagement'. This is a mode of spectatorship which makes recourse to intoxication, either literally or metaphorically, as a means of deconstructing a logic which might dramaturgically script audience behaviour. Paul Dwyer and Marco de Marinis have described the audience 'as a dramaturgical object ' (1987: 101) . Whilst they decline to position an audience's receptive strategies as being 'strictly predetermined', they do underline that independence is relative to the material conditions of a given performance (1987: 101) . Writing more recently, Peter Boenisch marks out space to consider what he calls 'reflexive dramaturgy', which more assertively focuses on the notion of a spectator's experience being scripted. 'Reflexive dramaturgy', writes Boenisch, 'seeks to describe dramaturgic textures which avoid a closing synthesis ' (2010: 164) and instead stage a discrepancy between the logics of receptive stimuli such as the spoken word and the more encompassing sensory world of the theatre event -from mise en scène, to sound, lighting and even taste in the context of The Black Diamond. To an extent, intoxication fosters a comparable kind of reflexivity, rubbing up against the logic of dramaturgic scripting in dampening critical steeliness whilst encouraging deviant behaviour and inducing a boldness which offers a form of autonomous strength, at least in relation to the standardization of 'good' audience behaviour -that is, good mannered, supportive, attentive and, depending on the performance, quiet, conscious of disrupting the event to the displeasure of others and, all too often, subservient to the demands of the artwork. 4 To this extent, one might suggest that alcohol, in partly stripping the individual of autonomy in relation to self-control and selfawareness, induces another kind of agency in aesthetic space in relation to spectatorship as a practice. This is what is meant by 'intoxicated engagement' producing an 'induced agency'.
What emerges from the critical space mapped in this last section is ground for reacting to the power dynamics at play in The Black Diamond between artist, audience and brand. A neoliberal logic embedded at the institutional level of ACE funding policy might well be responded to at the level of reception. If the spectator is vested with induced agency, then perhaps reception can be seen as a deviant creative hub which eludes a secondary controlling logic: the co-opted dramaturgic scripting of the spectator. This dramaturgic scripting is part of what is outsourced by Punchdrunk, via Mother, to Stella. It might be said that a mild tipsiness was intended by both Punchdrunk and Stella and that this intention fully constitutes its own mode of dramaturgically scripting audience behaviour. I would argue that this is a self-destructive logic. If the end, for Stella at least, is for a theatre audience to engage with their product, as something to be semiotically decoded and affiliated with a particular kind of trendiness, then this end was side-lined for a mental playfulness apathetic towards that product and those associations. The logic of dramaturgical scripting, under appropriative control from a company otherwise operating outside of theatre circles, fails to coalesce into something which uniformly determines reception, thought and action.
A residue of this kind of disorientation is implicit in immersive theatre generally, and particularly so in Punchdrunk's work: work which ought not to be underestimated in terms of its power to excite, challenge and celebrate everything that is good about live theatre.
Intoxicated engagement provides only the impetus for an adequate response to current ACE policy and product placement in the theatre. One does not need to get drunk, but can perhaps regard such receptive free-play as something to be celebrated in receiving theatre (in much the same vein as Walsh's suggestion), especially where the threat of co-opted dramaturgic scripting looms. Maybe audiences should not be put in this position in the first place. Or, perhaps, audiences might adopt receptive tactics opposing co-opted creativity, if only to arrive at a more balanced understanding of the production, reception and consumption of theatre and commodities within a funded aesthetic arena. Devolving creativity by rendering reception ludic on a frequent enough basis might well increase pressure on an institutional structure embedding questionable funding practices.
